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Prompt

LESSON RA.1 The Rhetorical Analysis Prompt 
Eyes on the Exam
Exam readers will evaluate your rhetorical analysis essays based on how effectively you 
respond to the specific tasks required in the prompt.

LEARN
The goal of the Rhetorical Analysis Free-Response Question is to demonstrate your 
understanding of the choices a writer or speaker makes in a given situation and to express that 
understanding in a well-developed essay.

Following is a rhetorical analysis prompt modeled on the one you will need to respond to 
in the free-response section of the exam.

The first paragraph of the prompt provides important background information. The final 
sentence of that paragraph also contains important directions explaining the task. The task 
(underlined below) contains key words, such as read, analyze, and write. It also provides a focus 
point, narrowing the subject. The final part of the task will always include one of the following 
phrases: convey a message (as in the prompt below), develop an argument, or achieve a purpose. 

The second paragraph contains more specific directions for writing and lets you know 
what the exam readers will be expecting to see. The passage for analysis follows those bulleted 
directions. (The parts are labeled in the example below, but they are not labeled on the exam.)

[Background]

The Statue of Liberty was officially unveiled in New York on October 28, 1886, and quickly 
came to symbolize freedom and the American Dream. In preparation for its centennial 
(100-year) celebration, the statue underwent a two-year restoration from 1984–1986. On 
the evening of July 3, 1986, then U.S. President Ronald Reagan delivered remarks at the 
base of the statue that were broadcast across the nation. At the end of his remarks, he 
turned on the floodlights that illuminated the statue’s golden torch. [Task] After reading 
President Reagan’s speech, write a well-developed essay in which you analyze how 
President Reagan makes rhetorical choices to convey his message about American values.

[Specific directions]

In your response you should do the following: 

• Respond to the prompt with a thesis that analyzes the writer’s rhetorical choices. 

• Select and use evidence to develop and support your line of reasoning. 

• Explain the relationship between the evidence and your thesis. 

• Demonstrate an understanding of the rhetorical situation. 

• Use appropriate grammar and punctuation in communicating your argument.

Eyes on the Exam 
ties the lesson to 
the exam.

The Key Point 
focuses on the most 
important takeaway.

Write extends 
the practice into 
composition.

Frequent Team Up activities 
encourage collaborative learning.

What’s the Point? engages student 
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After you’ve read a prompt, label the components of the rhetorical situation, such as by 
adding S above the speaker’s name (President Reagan) or C above the context (rededication of 
the Statue of Liberty). Or, you may decide to add notes about the rhetorical situation or any 
background information in the margin. 

KEY POINT: Adding labels or notes can help you remember to connect the rhetorical 
choices to the rhetorical situation when you begin planning and writing.

PRACTICE 
Read the following prompt based on a speech by former President Barack Obama. Note that 
this prompt uses the phrase achieve his purpose rather than convey his message as in the Reagan 
prompt. Label the components of the rhetorical situation: S for speaker, A for Audience, C for 
Context, E for Exigence, and M for Message. You will read excerpts from the speech in the next 
lesson. 

On May 19, 2013, then President Barack Obama delivered a commencement speech  

to the graduating class of Morehouse College, an all-male historically Black college in 

Atlanta, Georgia, established in 1867. Read the excerpt of the speech carefully and analyze 

how President Obama makes rhetorical choices to achieve his purpose of inspiring the 

graduates.

WRITE
Answer the following questions related to the different elements of the rhetorical situation to 
recall additional background information you already know about Obama. 

Speaker
1. Given his role as U.S. President, what does Obama presumably need, believe, or value?

2. What, if any, relevant outside information do you know about Obama’s presidency? 

Audience
3. What needs, beliefs, or values does the audience presumably share? 

4. Will the audience likely be receptive, reluctant, or defensive upon hearing Obama’s 
message? Why? 

Context
5. What, if any, relevant background information do you know about the time period of 

the founding of Morehouse?

6. To what extent is the topic of inspiring graduates relevant today?

Linked resources provide 
additional information or 
perspective.

The Learn section provides 
direct, modeled instruction based 
consistently on one prompt.

The Practice section is 
based consistently on a 
second prompt.




